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The  Legislative  Audit  Committee 
of  the  Montana  State  Legislature: 

Herein  transmitted  is  our  sunset  performance 
review  of  the  Montana  Board  of  Veterans'  Affairs.   The 
review  was  conducted  in  response  to  the  1977  Sunset 
Law,  which  terminates  the  board  on  July  1,  1981. 

The  review  focused  upon  an  examination  of  opera- 
tions of  the  board  and  the  Veterans'  Affairs  Division 
which  carries  out  board  policy.   It  does  not  encompass 
an  audit  of  the  board's  financial  transactions  or 
overall  compliance  with  state  laws. 

There  are  no  formal  recommendations  in  the  report 
since  the  responsibility  for  such  recommendations  lies 
with  the  Audit  Committee.   Nevertheless,  we  discussed 
the  contents  of  the  report  with  a  number  of  individuals 
and  organizations,  including  the  members  of  the  Board 
of  Veterans'  Affairs,  the  Veterans'  Affairs  Division 
staff,  the  director  of  the  Department  of  Social  and 
Rehabilitation  Services,   the  Governor's  Office  of 
Budget  and  Program  Planning,  the  Veterans  Administra- 
tion (VA),  and  various  veterans'  organizations. 


We  wish  to  express  our  appreciation  to  the  members 
of  the  board  and  to  the  director  of  the  department  and 
his  staff  for  the  assistance  they  provided  during  the 
review.   We  also  wish  to  thank  the  Veterans  Administra- 
tion and  various  veterans'  organizations  for  assistance 
they  gave  us . 


Respectfully  submitted, 

Morris  L.  Brusett,  C.P.A. 
Legislative  Auditor 
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Chapter  I 
BACKGROUND 

This   sunset  performance  review  addresses  the 
operation  of  the  Montana  Board  of  Veterans'  Affairs  and 
the  services  provided  to  veterans  and  their  dependents 
in  Montana  through  the  Veterans'  Affairs  Division. 
REPORT  OBJECTIVES 

The  1977  Legislature  enacted  legislation  terminat- 
ing numerous  boards  and  agencies,  including  the  Board 
of  Veterans'  Affairs.   This  law,  commonly  referred  to 
as  the  "sunset  law, "  requires  the  Legislative  Audit 
Committee  to  conduct  a  performance  review  of  each 
terminated  agency.   The  performance  review  must  objec- 
tively examine  the  need  for  each  board/agency  and  the 
Legislative  Audit  Committee  must  offer  recommendations 
for  reestablishment,  modification,  or  termination. 

Using  the  information  contained  in  this  report, 
and  that  gathered  during  a  public  hearing,  the  commit- 
tee will  address  the  issue  of  board  reestablishment, 
modification  or  termination.  During  the  hearing  pro- 
cess, testimony  and  comments  will  be  heard  from  the 
board/division  and  interested  members  of  the  public. 

In  defining  legislative  intent,  the  sunset  law 
states  that,  by  requiring  periodic  evaluation  in  the 
form  of  a  performance  review,  the  legislature  will  be 
in  a  better  position  to  ensure  that  agencies  and  their 


programs  exist  only  to  be  responsive  to  state  resi- 
dents' needs.   The  sunset  law  terminates  the  Board  of 
Veterans*  Affairs  on  July  1,  1981.   This  sunset  report 
is  in  response  to  the  legal  requirement  for  a  review 
prior  to  the  agency's  termination. 
PRIOR  LEGISLATIVE  INTEREST 

The  1979  Legislature  added  a  stipulation  in  the 
appropriation  bill  that  the  board/division  study  alter- 
natives for  providing  services  to  veterans  that  are 
more  comprehensive  and  less  expensive.   The  board/divi- 
sion is  required  to  report  its  findings  to  the  next 
legislature. 

The  board/division's  emphasis  to  date  has  been  to 
review  the  possibility  of  using  the  Department  of 
Social  and  Rehabilitation  Services'   county  welfare 
staffs  to  assist  field  service  officers  with  initial 
contacts.   The  board/division  had  not  completed  a 
report  of  its  findings  as  of  April  1980. 


Chapter  1 1 
THE  BOARD  OF  VETERANS'  AFFAIRS 
INTRODUCTION 

The  Board  of  Veterans'  Affairs  was  originally 
established  by  statute  in  1919  as  the  Veterans'  Welfare 
Commission.   The  three  member  commission  was  appointed 
by  the  Governor.   In  1945,  the  commission  membership 
was  increased  to  five,  and  the  commission  was  autho- 
rized to  hire  staff  to  establish  a  statewide  service 
for  discharged  veterans  and  their  families.   After 
World  War  II,  the  commission  staff  reached  a  peak  of 
about  50  with  23  field  offices.   At  the  present  time, 
there  are  nine  field  offices  plus  two  Helena  offices 
and  about  20  staff  members.   During  Executive  Reorgani- 
zation in  1971,  the  commission  was  renamed  the  Board  of 
Veterans'  Affairs  and  was  attached  to  the  Department  of 
Social  and  Rehabilitation  Services  for  administrative 
purposes  only. 
BOARD  OPERATIONS 
Structure 

The  Board  of  Veterans'  Affairs  (hereinafter  refer- 
red to  as  the  board)  consists  of  five  voting  members 
who  are  appointed  by  the  Governor  for  five  year  terms. 
These  appointments  are  not  subject  to  Senate  confirma- 
tion.  Veterans'  organizations  provide  names  of  poten- 
tial board  members  to  the  Governor  when  a  vacancy 
exists  on  the  board,  although  selection  from  the  sub- 
mitted lists  is  not  reguired. 
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All  board  members  must  be  Montana  residents  and 
must  have  been  honorably  discharged  from  service  in  the 
military  forces  of  the  United  States  in  any  of  its 
wars .   Not  more  than  one  member  can  be  appointed  from  a 
single  county.   The  board  selects  a  chairman,  vice- 
chairman,  and  secretary  from  its  members. 

The  board  met  seven  times  during  fiscal  year 
1978-79.   Board  members  receive  $25  per  day  compensa- 
tion plus  the  travel  expenses  as  provided  by  state  law. 
There  is  no  statutory  authority  for  payment  of  the  $25 
per  day.  This  issue  is  discussed  in  Chapter  V. 
Staffing 

The  board  is  attached  for  administrative  purposes 
to  the  Department  of  Social  and  Rehabilitation  Services 
(SRS),  which  provides  administrative  support  to  the 
board  in  the  form  of  legal,  budgeting,  and  minor  ac- 
counting services.   The  board  is  autonomous  with  re- 
spect to  policymaking  and  hires  the  staff  of  the  Vet- 
erans' Affairs  Division  of  SRS  which  carries  out  board 
policies . 

The  division's  central  office  is  in  the  SRS  build- 
ing in  Helena  with  another  office  at  Fort  Harrison. 
The  division  also  maintains  veterans'  service  field 
offices  in  Billings,   Bozeman,   Butte,   Great  Falls, 
Havre,  Kalispell,  Miles  City,  Missoula,  and  Wolf  Point. 
In  the  following  cities  the  field  offices  share  office 


space  with  SRS  offices  -  Billings,  Missoula,  Miles 
City,  and  Havre.   The  service  area  of  each  field  office 
is  shown  in  Illustration  1. 
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The    division    is    authorized    a    staff    of    22H    full- 
time    equivalents    ( FTE ' s ) :       an    administrator,    a   service 
officer/accountant,     a     claims    officer,     nine    veterans' 
service    officers,     a    veterans'    service   officer   trainee, 
nine    administrative    secretaries    and    a    half-time    file 
clerk. 

The    division   presently    has    a    staff    of    20H    FTE ' s . 
The    division    did   not  hire   replacements   when   the   secre- 
taries   quit    at    offices    in    Bozeman    and   Wolf    Point   be- 
cause  it  did  not  have   adequate    funding  to  hire   replace- 
ments.     The  staff  allocation  is   as   follows: 

Helena  central  office  -  administrator,       service      officer/ 

accountant,    secretary,    and   a      half- 
time  file  clerk 

Fort  Harrison  office  -  claims  officer 

Billings,   Butte,  Kalispell, 

Miles  City,   and  Missoula  -  service     officer    and    secretary    at 

each  office 

Bozeman,  Havre  and 

Wolf  Point  -  service  officer  only  at  each  office 

Great  Falls  -  service  officer,   service  officer 

trainee  and  secretary 

The  service  officer/accountant  is  responsible  for  the 
majority  of  accounting,  supply,  and  payroll  functions 
of  the  division.   The  administrative  secretaries,  in 
addition  to  their  normal  secretarial  duties,   also 
provide  assistance  to  veterans  when  the  service  officer 
is  traveling  out  of  the  field  office  or  the  service 
officer  is  too  busy  to  handle  all  requests  for  assis- 
tance.  The  service  officer  positions  at  Missoula  and 
Havre  are  presently  filled  by  trainees  who  will  be 
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upgraded  to  service  officers  after  two  years  of  ser- 
vice. 

Funding 

The  board  and  division  are  funded  by  state  General 
Fund  appropriations.   In  addition  to  funds  for  the 
board/division  operation,   the  current  appropriation 
also  includes  funds  to  contract  with  the  Veterans  of 
Foreign  Wars  (VFW)  and  Disabled  American  Veterans  (DAV) 
for  clerical  assistance  in  their  offices  at  the  Fort 
Harrison  Veterans  Administration  Center.   The  two 
contracts  provide  total  annual  funding  of  $8,300. 

The  board  and  division  do  not  charge  veterans  or 
dependents  for  any  services  provided.   Illustration  2 
is  a  summary  of  appropriations,   expenditures,   and 
reversions  for  the  last  six  fiscal  years. 

BOARD  FINANCES 


Fiscal  Year 

Appropriation 

Expenditure 

Reversion 

1978-79 

$361,317 

$361,268 

$   49 

1977-78 

340,383 

330,704 

9,679 

1976-77 

301,948 

297,842 

4,106 

1975-76 

283,312 

282,967 

345 

1974-75 

243,772 

239,569 

4,203 

1973-74 

150,070 

149,134 

936 

Source:   Compiled  by  the  Office  of  the  Legislative  Auditor 
from  board/division  records. 

Illustration  2 

Montana  is  spending  approximately  $3.50  per  veteran 

annually.   This  compares  with  a  high  of  $75  in  Oregon 

and  a  low  of  $.50  in  Iowa.   Spending  levels  per  veteran 

for  other  regional  states  are:   Washington  -  $11.71; 

South  Dakota  -  $5.33;  North  Dakota  -  $4.49;  and  Idaho  - 
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$3.46.   According  to  information  provided  to  us  by 

these  other  states  the  types  of  services  vary  from 

state   to   state.    This   is   discussed   further   in 

Chapter  IV. 

BOARD  GOAL  AND  OBJECTIVES 

The  sunset  law  requires  each  board/agency  under 

review  to  define  its  goals  and  objectives.   The  board 

defined  its  goal  as  being: 

--To  administer  the  affairs  of  all  veterans  of  the 
armed  forces  of  the  United  States,  their  rela- 
tives, beneficiaries  and  dependents  who  may  be 
entitled  to  benefits  under  the  laws  of  the  United 
States  and  the  several  states  thereof. 

Based  on  the  preceding  goal,  the  board  listed 

several  objectives  as  follows: 

— To  advise  veterans  and  their  dependents  of  the 
benefits  available,  both  federal  and  state,  and 
assist  them  with  the  filing  for  these  benefits. 

--To  act  as  the  accredited  representative  of  the 
veteran  or  dependent  before  the  Veterans  Adminis- 
tration. 

— To  provide  itinerant  service  to  each  county  of  the 
state  on  at  least  a  monthly  basis. 

BOARD/DIVISION  FUNCTIONS 

The  Board  of  Veterans'  Affairs'  main  function  is 

to  oversee  the  operation  of  the  Veterans'  Affairs 

Division  and  act  as  the  veterans'  advocate  in  Montana. 

The  board  oversees  the  operation  of  the  division  by 

establishing  policies,  hiring  all  employees,  approving 

budget  proposals,  and  maintaining  contact  with  division 

offices.   The  board  acts  as  the  veterans'  advocate  by 

attending  related  legislative  hearings,  and  district 


and  state  veterans '  organization  meetings .   The  board 
has  no  rule  making  authority. 

The  Veterans'  Affairs  Division's  main  function  is 
to  assist  Montana's  106,000  veterans  and  their  depen- 
dents in  obtaining  all  veterans'  benefits  they  are 
entitled  to  through  federal  and  state  law.   The  divi- 
sion does  not  expend  any  funds  for  direct  veterans' 
benefits.   The  assistance  provided  by  the  division 
includes  information  on  available  veterans'  benefits, 
provision  of  Veterans  Administration  (VA)  forms,  assis- 
tance in  completing  forms,  representation  before  the 
regional  VA  appeals  board,  and  referral  to  other  agen- 
cies where  applicable.   The  division  provides  this 
assistance  in  cooperation  with  the  VA,  various  vet- 
erans' organizations,  and  other  state  agencies.   The 
board/division  holds  limited  powers  of  attorney  for 
45,700  veterans  and  dependents.   These  powers  of  attor- 
ney only  authorize  the  board/division  to  represent  the 
applicable  veterans  and  dependents  before  the  VA  and  to 
access  the  individuals'  VA  files. 

Besides  providing  service  in  established  field 
offices,  the  service  officers  also  periodically  travel 
to  various  communities  in  their  assigned  areas  to 
provide  service  to  veterans.   The  service  officers  have 
established  contact  points  in  each  community  where  they 
are  available  to  provide  service  for  a  scheduled  time 
period. 
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Illustration   3    shows    the    division's    service    con- 
tact   levels    over    the    past    six    fiscal    years    plus    an 
estimate  of  the  current  fiscal  year. 
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Source:     Compiled  by  tne  Office  of  the  Legislative  Auditor  from  board/division  records 


Illustration  3 


11 


The  division  defines  a  service  contact  as  any  communi- 
cation with  a  veteran  or  dependent  regarding  veterans' 
benefits  including  a  telephone  call,  office  visit  or 
field  visit. 

The  decreases  in  contacts  can  be  attributed  to 
various  factors  including: 

1.  Changed  veterans'  pension  laws  which  consider 
social  security  income  in  determining  eligibil- 
ity, thereby  making  fewer  veterans  eligible 
for  the  pensions. 

2.  Expiration  of  the  present  veterans'  educational 
benefits  program. 

3.  Ten  percent  personal  car  mileage  cutback  and 
six  percent  gas  consumption  cutback  on  state 
vehicles  imposed  by  a  Governor's  Executive 
Directive  to  conserve  energy. 

4.  Extended  illnesses  of  two  service  officers 
which  decreased  available  service  and  field 
travel  for  the  Butte  and  Billings  offices. 

5.  Replacements  not  being  hired  for  secretaries 
who  terminated  at  Bozeman  and  Wolf  Point, 
thereby  decreasing  available  service  in  those 
offices . 
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Chapter  III 
OTHER  ORGANIZATIONS  PROVIDING  SERVICE  TO  VETERANS 

There  are  various  other  agencies  and  organizations 
(including  the  Veterans  Administration  (VA)  and  various 
veterans'   organizations)   which  provide  service  to 
veterans  and  their  dependents.   The  following  is  a 
summary  of  the  services  available  from  these  agencies 
and  organizations. 
VETERANS  ADMINISTRATION 

The  Veterans  Administration  (VA)  is  a  federal 
agency  established  in  1930  to  administer  federal  vet- 
erans' benefit  programs.  These  programs  include  compen- 
sation, pensions,  housing  loans  and  guarantees,  educa- 
tional benefits,  and  medical  care.   The  VA  expenditures 
in  Montana  for  these  programs  during  the  federal  fiscal 
year  1978-79  are  shown  in  Illustration  4. 
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VA  EXPENDITURES    IN  MONTANA 
DURING  FEDERAL  FISCAL  YEAR    1978-79 


Service   Connected   Compensation 
Disability 
Death 
Burial 

Non-Service   Connected   Compensation 
Disability   "Pension" 
Death   "Pension" 
Burial 

Educational   Benefits 
GI    Bill   Readjustment 
Dependents    -   Educational 
Assistance 

Vocational   Rehabilitation 

Medical   Services   Provided 


$20,400,000   to   8,000  veterans 
$2,400,000   to   800   families 
$11,000   to    10    families 


$7,200,000   to   3,500   veterans 

$3,600,000   to   3,500    families 

$600,000   to    1,400    families 


$10,000,000   to   3,000   veterans 

$700,000   to   250  wives   and 

children 
$500,000   to   80  veterans 

$17,000,000   to   5,500    in-patients 

and   41,000   out-patients 


$   5,220,000    to   200    families 
$89,330,000   to   2,000   families 


Direct  Home   Loans 

Guaranteed  Home   Loans 

Source:      Veterans   Administration 

Illustration   4 
The    VA's    Montana    regional    office    and    a    veterans' 
hospital    are   located   at  Fort  Harrison  near  Helena.      The 
VA   also   has    a   veterans'    hospital    at  Miles    City.      The   VA 
Veterans     Assistance    Division    at    Fort    Harrison    has    a 
service    staff    of    18    which    includes    one    field    service 
officer    who    is    located    at    the    Miles    City   VA  hospital. 
The    other    17    staff  members   provide   toll-free   telephone 
assistance,     VA    forms,     assistance    to    veterans    at    the 
veterans'     hospital,     assistance    in    establishing    trust 
accounts     for    applicable    veterans    or    their    dependents 
and     assistance     at     colleges     and    universities     during 
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registration.   The  VA  does  not  provide  scheduled  field 
service  for  veterans . 

The  VA  processes  all  claims  submitted  for  vet- 
erans' benefits  and  will  either  approve  or  deny  each 
claim.   The  VA's  decisions  can  be  appealed  to  various 
levels  of  VA  appeals  boards.   The  VA  cannot  represent 
the  appealing  veterans  before  these  appeal  boards.   The 
Veterans'  Affairs  Division  and  veterans'  organizations 
can  represent  veterans  before  these  appeals  boards  if 
given  a  limited  power  of  attorney. 

The  VA  works  with  the  board/division  and  veterans' 
organizations  in  providing  service  to  veterans.  The  VA 
conducts  an  annual  service  officer  training  seminar  at 
Fort  Harrison  and  keeps  the  board/division  informed 
regarding  changes  in  veterans'  benefits  throughout  the 
year. 
VETERANS'  ORGANIZATIONS 

Various  veterans'  organizations  provide  service  to 
Montana  veterans.   The  major  organizations  in  Montana 
are  the  American  Legion,  Veterans  of  Foreign  Wars 
(VFW),  Disabled  American  Veterans  (DAV),  and  Veterans 
of  World  War  I .   The  following  is  a  brief  summary  of 
each  organization's  membership  and  services  provided  to 
veterans  in  Montana. 
American  Legion 

The  Montana  American  Legion  has  12,500  members  in 
122  posts.  The  American  Legion  has  84  appointed  post 


15 


service  officers  and  a  department  adjutant  in  Helena  to 
coordinate  Montana  activities. 

The  post  service  officers  generally  provide  mini- 
mal service  such  as  general  information,  VA  forms  and 
referrals.   The  American  Legion  has  no  state  level 
service  officers  so  requests  for  additional  service  and 
related  powers  of  attorney  are  generally  referred  to 
the  Veterans'  Affairs  Division. 
Veterans  of  Foreign  Wars 

The  Montana  Veterans  of  Foreign  Wars  (VFW)  has 
10,705  members  in  90  posts.   The  VFW  has  approximately 
45  appointed  post  service  officers,  who  generally 
provide  minimal  service  such  as  general  information,  VA 
forms  and  referrals. 

The  VFW  has  two  state  level  service  officers  -  one 
full-time  at  Fort  Harrison  and  the  other,  who  is  also 
the  state  adjutant,  works  at  the  organization's  office 
in  Helena.   Each  office  has  a  secretary — one  is  funded 
completely  by  the  VFW  and  the  other  is  partially  funded 
through  a  contract  with  the  Veterans'  Affairs  Division. 
These  state  service  officers  provide  assistance  in 
submitting  claims  for  VA  benefits  and  will  represent  or 
appear  with  veterans  or  dependents  appealing  their  case 
with  the  VA.   The  VFW  holds  approximately  8,000  limited 
powers  of  attorney  for  Montana  veterans. 
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Disabled  American  Veterans 

The  Montana  Disabled  American  Veterans  (DAV)  has 
3,300  members  in  20  chapters.   Each  of  the  chapters 
appoints  service  officers  who  generally  provide  minimal 
service  such  as  general  information,  VA  forms  and 
referrals . 

The  one  DAV  state  level  service  officer,  who  has 
an  office  at  Fort  Harrison,  provides  assistance  to 
veterans  and  dependents  and  will  represent  or  appear 
with  them  in  appealing  their  cases  with  the  VA.   The 
service  officer  presently  maintains  files  for  approxi- 
mately 18,000  veterans.   He  has  a  full  time  secretary 
funded  by  the  DAV  and  a  part  time  clerical  position 
funded  through  a  contract  with  the  Veterans'  Affairs 
Division. 

Veterans  of  World  War  I 

The  Montana  Veterans  of  World  War  I  have  1,100 
members  in  27  barracks  (posts)  located  around  the 
state.   Each  barrack  has  an  appointed  service  officer 
who  generally  refer  requests  for  assistance  to  the 
Veterans'  Affairs  Division. 
OTHER  STATE  AGENCIES  PROVIDING  VETERANS'  SERVICE 

Services  provided  to  Montana  veterans  have  not 
been  centralized  under  any  specific  state  agency.   In 
addition  to  the  board/division,  the  Montana  Department 
of  institutions,  Montana  universities  and  colleges  and 
the  Montana  Department  of  Labor  provide  various  types 
of  assistance  to  Montana  veterans. 

17 


Department  of  Institutions 

The  Department  of  Institutions  operates  the  Mon- 
tana Veteran's  Home  in  Columbia  Falls,  which  provides 
both  domiciliary  and  nursing  care  for  veterans  and 
their  widows.   There  are  100  domiciliary  beds  and  40 
nursing  beds  in  the  facility,  and  the  facility  is 
normally  at  100  percent  capacity.   Presently,  there  is 
a  waiting  list  of  about  40  for  nursing  beds,  but  no 
waiting  list  for  the  domiciliary  care.   Part  of  the 
cost  of  caring  for  veteran  residents  of  the  home  is 
covered  by  reimbursement  from  the  Veterans  Administra- 
tion. 

Some  veterans  reside  in  other  state  institutions 
(i.e.,  Warm  Springs  and  Galen).   A  person  in  such  an 
institution  is  charged  for  care  based  on  the  individ- 
ual's financial  resources.   Department  of  Institutions' 
personnel  and  the  local  division  representatives  deter- 
mine if  a  veteran  may  be  eligible  for  benefits  and 
apply  if  the  individual  is  eligible.   Any  such  benefits 
reduce  the  state  cost  of  caring  for  the  individual. 

Veterans'  Coordinator/Advisors  at  Montana  Colleges 
and  Universities 

All  Montana  colleges  and  universities  have  some 
form  of  veterans'  coordinator/advisors  to  assist  vet- 
erans in  obtaining  veterans'   educational  benefits. 
These  personnel  generally  specialize  in  educational 
benefits  and  will  refer  requests  for  other  assistance 
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to  the  Veterans  Administration  or  the  Veterans'  Affairs 
Division. 

Montana  Department  of  Labor 

The  Montana  Department  of  Labor  provides  job 
placement  assistance  for  veterans  through  its  job 
service  offices  around  the  state. 
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Chapter    IV 
OTHER    STATES 
All    states    except   Utah    and    Wyoming    have    agencies 
which    provide    various    forms    of   assistance   to   veterans. 
The    following    illustration    compares    Montana's    services 
with    those    of   41    states    responding   to   our   requests    for 
information: 

OTHER   STATES   COMPARED  TO  MONTANA 
Facet 


United   States 


Organization      31      States   with  Board  Type 

Structures 
10      State  Agencies   Only 

Board   Size  11      Boards    -    1    to   5   members 

13      Boards    -    6   to    10  members 
7      Boards    -   more    than   10  members 

Board  Makeup      26      Boards    -   Veterans   only 

4      Boards    -   No   specific    require- 
ment 
1      Board   -   Veterans    +   2  public 
members 


Functions 


Number   of 

Service 

Officers 


Services 
Provided 


10  Boards  -  Advisory 

8   Boards  -  Policy  Making 

7   Boards  -  Advisory/Policy- 
making 

3   Advisory/Policy  Making/ 
Administration 

2   Boards  -  Advisory/Policy- 
making/  Admini  strati  on/ 
Other 

1   Board   -  Advisory/Policy- 
making/Other 

12   States  -  1  to  10 

11  States  -  11  to  25 
6   States  -  26  to  50 

5   States  -  More  than  50 

38   States  -  Assistance  in 
Completing  VA  Forms 

40   States  -  General  Veterans' 
Benefit  Information 


Montana 

Board  of  Veterans' 
Affairs 


5  members 


Veterans  only 


Advisory/Policy 
Making/ Administra- 
tive 


11  Service  Officers 
and  One  Trainee 


Yes 
Yes 
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(con' t) 

Facet  United  States  Montana 

2   States  -  Toll  Free  Telephone 

Lines  No 

28  States  -  Public  Service 
Announcements  on  Radio 
and  Television  Yes 

32      States    -   Field   Offices  Yes 

31      States    -    Scheduled   Service 

Officer  Travel  Yes 

36      States    -   Appeal    Board  Re- 
presentation Yes 

Source:      Compiled   by   the   Office   of   the   Legislative   Auditor. 

Illustration  5 
The    types     of    veterans'     service     available     from 
other    states    vary    considerably   from  advisory   functions 
only  to   specialized  veterans'    assistance,    including  the 
operation    of    veterans'     nursing    homes,     domiciliaries, 
loan    programs,     and    cemeteries.      Although    most    states 
have   veterans'    service    officers    similar    to    those    pro- 
vided by  Montana,    some  have   county   service   officers   and 
a   few  have  no   service   officers.      Assistance   to  veterans 
in  Utah   and  Wyoming   is    limited  generally  to   centralized 
service     by     the     VA,     full-time    veterans'     organization 
service    officers    at    VA    facilities    and    limited    service 
by  local  post  or  unit  service  officers. 
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Chapter  V 
AREAS  FOR  LEGISLATIVE  CONSIDERATION 
In  previous  reviews  of  boards  in  Montana,  the 
design  and  effectiveness  of  certain  aspects  of  board 
operations  have  warranted  legislative  consideration. 
The  intent  of  the  following  sections  is  to  briefly 
discuss  these  aspects  as  they  apply  to  the  Board  of 
Veterans'  Affairs.   The  areas  for  consideration  are: 

1.  State  veterans'  assistance. 

2.  Effect  of  board  termination. 

3.  Allocation  of  resources. 

4.  Efficiency  of  service  delivery. 

5.  Management  information. 

6.  Board  member  compensation. 

7.  Additional  funding  sources. 

8.  Senate  confirmation. 
STATE  VETERANS'  ASSISTANCE 

There  are  approximately  106,000  veterans  in  Mon- 
tana, who  when  considered  with  their  dependents,  repre- 
sent a  significant  portion  of  Montana's  population.   A 
veteran  is  defined  by  the  Veterans  Administration  (VA) 
as  a  person  who  has  served  in  the  active  military, 
naval  or  air  service  and  who  was  discharged  or  released 
under  conditions  other  than  dishonorable.   Illustra- 
tion 6   shows   Montana  veterans  grouped  as  to  period 
served. 
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MONTANA  VETERANS   BY  SERVICE   PERIOD 

World  War    I   Veterans  3,000 

World  War    II   Veterans  45,000 

Korean  Conflict  Veterans  15,000 

Vietnam  Era   Veterans  28,000 

Other   Periods  15,000 

Total   Montana   Veterans  106,000 

Source:    "Montana   Veterans   Manpower   Characteristics    -    1978"    issued 
by  the  Employment   Security  Division. 

Illustration   6 

The    number  of  veterans   in  the   state   is   now  on  the 
downward    trend    with    veterans  *     deaths     exceeding    the 
number    of    veterans    leaving    the    service.       In    spite    of 
the    decreasing   number    of   Montana   veterans,    there   will 
be    an    increased   demand    for   service    as    the   45,000   World 
War    II    veterans    reach   retirement    age    (current    average 
age    of    59).      Since   a   large  part  of   the  VA  expenditures 
are    for    income    maintenance    and    health    care   programs, 
the    need    for    service    by    these    veterans    will    rise    as 
their     earning     power     is     reduced    and    their    physical 
infirmities   increase. 

In   order    to    receive    any   veterans'    benefits,    vet- 
erans   and    their   dependents   must   first  be    aware   of  what 
benefits    are    available.      Once   they    find   out  what  bene- 
fits   they    are    eligible    for,     they    must    then    submit   the 
required    forms    and    supporting    information.      Because   of 
the    complexities    of    the    veterans'     benefit    laws,    most 
veterans  and  dependents  need  assistance  from  an  individ- 
ual   who    has    an    adequate    knowledge    of    veterans'    bene- 
fits . 
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During  our  review  we  examined  the  many  forms 
required  by  the  Veterans  Administration  (VA)  for  vari- 
ous benefits  and  other  purposes.   While  veterans  and 
dependents  might  be  able  to  complete  some  of  the  forms, 
there  are  many  other  forms  that  would  require  assis- 
tance to  complete  due  to  the  complexity  of  federal 
regulations  related  to  benefits.   Without  assistance, 
many  veterans  and  dependents  would  not  receive  the 
benefits  to  which  they  are  entitled. 

Although  the  veterans'  benefit  program  is  basical- 
ly a  federal  program  administered  by  the  VA,  it  is 
unlike  other  federal  programs  which  either  provide 
complete  service  in  obtaining  benefits  or  provide 
federal  funding  to  support  the  service  effort.   For 
example,  the  Social  Security  program  provides  its  own 
service  offices  and  field  personnel  to  assist  individ- 
uals in  obtaining  Social  Security  benefits.   Assistance 
programs   for  needy  families  are  administered  and 
staffed  by  SRS ,  but  are  funded  by  a  combination  of 
federal  and  state  funds . 

The  VA  does  not  provide  complete  service  to  vet- 
erans or  federal  funding  to  support  other  service 
functions.   The  VA  provides  office  space  for  the  board/ 
division  claims  officer  and  veterans'  organizations 
personnel  at  Fort  Harrison.   After  World  War  II  and 
into  the  1950  's,  and  during  the  Vietnam  conflict,  the 
VA  provided  field  services  with  up  to  14  field  service 
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personnel.   The  VA  has  been  cutting  back  its  service 
staff  on  a  nationwide  basis  because  of:   the  decreasing 
number  of  veterans  eligible  for  benefits  and  requesting 
assistance,  services  being  provided  by  the  various 
states,  and  implementation  of  federal  expenditure  cut- 
backs . 

Montana,  like  many  other  states,  has  continued  to 
provide  assistance  to  veterans.   The  board/division  is 
now  the  only  agency  providing  statewide  field  service 
offices  in  major  cities  and  scheduled  travel  to  other 
communities  to  assist  veterans  in  obtaining  VA  bene- 
fits .   The  VA  did  a  study  to  determine  what  percentages 
of  VA  claimants  are  currently  represented  by  various 
organizations  through  power  of  attorney.   The  following 
illustration  summarizes  these  percentages. 

PERCENTAGE  OF  REPRESENTATION 

Board/Division  38% 

Disabled  American  Veterans  10% 

Veterans  of  Foreign  Wars  3% 

AMVETS/American  Legion/Purple  Hearts  4% 

Other  1% 

No  Power  of  Attorney  44% 

Source:   Veterans  Administration 

Illustration  7 

If  the  board/division  services  were  terminated,  a 
reduction  in  overall  services  would  occur.   Remaining 
veterans  service  would  include  free  telephone  assis- 
tance through  the  VA's  toll  free  telephone  line,  VA 
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provision  of  forms  upon  request,  educational  related 
assistance  at  the  various  universities  and  colleges, 
job  placement  assistance  from  state  employment  offices 
and  the  provision  of  limited  information  and  VA  forms 
from  veterans'  organization  post  or  unit  service  of- 
ficers . 

When  questioned  on  their  ability  to  replace  the 
state  services,  the  veterans'  organizations  did  not 
believe  they  had  the  resources  to  replace  the  field 
services  provided  by  the  division.   Their  post  service 
officers  are  voluntary  and  do  not  have  the  time  or 
training  to  replace  the  division's  service  officers. 

The  board,  veterans'  organizations,  and  the  Vet- 
erans Administration  believe  that  the  termination  of 
the  state  services  would  seriously  limit  available 
assistance  to  veterans  and  their  dependents.   If  such  a 
termination  of  service  occurred,  many  veterans  and 
dependents  would  never  become  aware  of  benefits  avail- 
able to  them  or  would  give  up  in  frustration  during  the 
process  to  submit  a  claim.   As  a  result,  Montanans 
would  lose  an  undeterminable  amount  of  VA  benefits,  and 
this  loss  could  place  additional  burdens  on  other  state 
assistance  programs.   Veterans'   assistance  is  also 
acknowledged  in  the  present  state  constitution  which 
states  that  Montana  "veterans  may  be  given  special 
considerations  determined  by  the  legislature." 
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EFFECT  OF  BOARD  TERMINATION 

As  mentioned  previously,  the  board's  main  func- 
tions are  to  oversee  the  operation  of  the  Veterans' 
Affairs  Division  and  act  as  the  veterans'  advocate.   It 
is  probable  the  division  could  continue  to  provide 
services  if  the  board  were  terminated  and  the  division 
was  placed  under  direct  supervision  of  the  Department 
of  Social  and  Rehabilitation  Services. 

There  would  be  a  minimal  savings  of  approximately 
$4,500  annually  in  board  per  diem  and  travel  expenses 
if  the  board  were  terminated.   The  board  members  and 
veterans'  organizations  believe  the  most  significant 
effect  of  terminating  the  board  would  be  the  loss  of 
the  veteran  input  and  representation  the  board  provides 
for  Montana  veterans  and  their  dependents.   The  Depart- 
ment of  Social  and  Rehabilitation  Services'  director 
believes  the  veterans'  input  is  beneficial  and  would 
favor  retention  of  the  board  or  at  least  establishment 
of  an  advisory  council  if  the  board  were  terminated. 
The  costs  of  an  advisory  council  would  probably  be 
similar  to  those  of  the  present  board. 
ALLOCATION  OF  RESOURCES 

As  part  of  our  review,  we  examined  the  distribu- 
tion of  staff,  workload,  potential  clients,  and  the 
extent  of  duplication  of  services  available  to  vet- 
erans.  Illustrations  8  and  9  show  the  number  of  staff 
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serving  veterans  and  dependents,  number  of  service 
contacts  for  fiscal  year  1978-79,  and  the  number  of 
veterans  in  each  service  area. 

DIVISION  WORKLOAD 


Fiscal 

Year 

Ending  6/30/79 

Number 

o: 

!«' 

Total 

Contacts  per 

Office 

Service 

St; 

Office  Contacts 
10,383 

Staff  Member 

Kalispell 

2 

5,192 

Billings 

2 

8,729 

4,365 

Butte 

2 

7,223 

3,612 

Great  Falls 

3 

9,816 

3,272 

Bozeman 

1 

3,084 

3,084 

Wolf  Point 

1 

2,700 

2,700 

Missoula 

2 

4,545 

2,273 

Havre 

1 

1,813 

1,813 

Miles  City 

2 

2,561 

1,281 

Helena 

2 

1,138 

569 

Total 

18 

51,992 

1 


Secretaries  are  included  in  the  service  staff  of  field  offices. 
Source:   Compiled  by  the  Office  of  the  Legislative  Auditor 

Illustration  8 


POTENTIAL  DIVISION  CLIENTELE 


Total  Veterans 

Number  of 
Service  Staff 

Population 

in 

Veterans  per 

Office 

Service  Area 

Staff  Member 

Billings 

2 

19,050 

9,525 

Bozeman 

1 

7,760 

7,760 

Missoula 

2 

14,770 

7,385 

Great  Falls 

3 

19,370 

6,457 

Butte 

2 

11,970 

5,985 

Wolf  Point 

1 

5,940 

5,940 

Havre 

1 

5,450 

5,450 

Kalispell 

2 

10,290 

5,145 

Helena 

2 

6,370 

3,185 

Miles  City 

2 

5,030 

2,515 

Total 

18 

106,000 

1 


Secretaries  are  included  in  the  service  staff  of  field  offices. 


Source:   Compiled  by  the  Office  of  the  Legislative  Auditor 

Illustration  9 
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These  two  tables  indicate  that  the  division  ser- 
vice personnel  may  not  be  distributed  properly  on  the 
basis  of  need.   In  the  area  of  contacts,  Kalispell  and 
Billings  are  handling  many  more  contacts  per  staff 
member  than  Helena  and  Miles  City.   In  the  area  of 
potential  division  clientele,  Billings  and  Bozeman  have 
a  much  higher  potential  for  needed  service  as  compared 
to  Helena  and  Miles  City. 

In  our  review,  we  found  some  duplication  exists  in 
Helena,   where  the  board/division,   VA,   Veterans  of 
Foreign  Wars  (VFW),  and  Disabled  American  Veterans 
(DAV)  all  have  offices  with  full-time  service  officers 
who  will  provide  assistance  for  veterans  and  their 
dependents.   The  board/division,  VFW,  or  DAV  service 
officers  can  access  the  veterans'  files  and  also  repre- 
sent veterans  and  dependents  or  appear  with  them  in 
appealing  claims  before  the  regional  VA  appeals  board 
if  given  a  limited  power  of  attorney.   As  mentioned 
previously,  the  VA  cannot  represent  appealing  veterans 
before  these  appeal  boards. 

The  only  community  other  than  Helena  which  has 
more  than  one  full-time  veterans'  service  officer  is 
Miles  City,  where  the  VA  has  a  service  officer  at  the 
Veterans'  Hospital  and  the  board/division  also  has  a 
service  officer  in  town.   The  VA  service  officer  is 
generally  limited  to  assisting  veterans  at  the  Vet- 
erans' Hospital,  so  the  overlap  of  services  is  probably 
not  significant. 
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Regarding  services  provided  by  veterans'  organiza- 
tion post  or  unit  service  officers  and  board/division 
service  officers  located  around  the  state,  there  may  be 
minor  duplication  in  the  areas  of  providing  forms  and 
general  information.   However,  veterans'  organization 
officers  believe  that  their  post  and  unit  service 
officers  are  not  adequately  trained  and  do  not  have  the 
time  to  provide  detailed  assistance  such  as  that  sup- 
plied by  division  personnel. 

There  is  also  some  duplication  in  the  area  of 
accounting  for  the  board/division  activities.   Although 
SRS  has  a  Fiscal  Bureau  which  handles  the  accounting 
function  for  other  department  divisions,  the  board/ 
division's  service  officer/accountant  is  responsible 
for  accounting  for  most  board/division  financial  activ- 
ity.  The  service  officer/accountant  position  could 
become  a  full-time  service  officer  position  if  the 
accounting  function  was  assigned  to  the  SRS  Fiscal 
Bureau . 

The  board/division  should  reexamine  the  distribu- 
tion of  its  staff  or  assigned  service  areas  to  equalize 
staff  workload  and  the  number  of  potential  clients,  as 
well  as  keep  duplication  of  services  to  a  minimum. 
EFFICIENCY  OF  SERVICE  DELIVERY 

During  our  review  we  noted  deficiencies  in  the 
following  service  areas: 
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1.  Publicity. 

2.  Telephone  service. 

3.  Travel  schedules. 
Publicity 

As  part  of  our  review,  we  sent  questionnaires  to 
134  veterans  and  dependents  who  had  received  services 
from  the  board/division.   We  also  contacted  48  Montana 
officers  of  the  major  veterans'  organizations  regarding 
their  opinions  on  the  board/division  services.   Sixty- 
five  veterans  and  dependents  receiving  service  and  32 
veterans '  organization  officers  responded  to  our  ques- 
tionnaires. 

The  board/division  has  done  only  a  minimum  amount 
of  advertising  of  its  services  and  veterans'  benefits. 
Sixty  percent  of  the  responding  veterans  or  dependents 
who  had  received  service  from  the  division  did  not  know 
that  the  division  was  a  state  agency.   Twenty-eight 
percent  of  the  respondent  veterans  and  dependents  and 
19  percent  of  the  veterans'  organization  officers  did 
not  think  that  board/division  publicity  of  veterans' 
benefits  was  adequate.   Although  the  board/division  is 
advertising  field  service  officer  travel  schedules  on  a 
regular  basis,  35  percent  of  the  contacted  veterans  and 
dependents  and  23  percent  of  the  veterans'  organization 
officers  thought  that  service  officer  travel  schedule 
publicity  was  inadequate. 
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Seventy  percent  of  Montana  veterans  are  not  mem- 
bers of  a  veterans'  organization.   Because  these  non- 
member  veterans  and  their  dependents  do  not  have  as 
good  an  access  to  veteran  related  information  as  do 
veterans'  organization  members,  it  is  important  that 
the  board/division  also  emphasize  reaching  these  non- 
member  veterans.   The  board/division's  efforts  in  this 
area  appear  inadequate,   especially  in  the  area  of 
publicity. 

Through  more  media  usage,  the  board/division  could 
make  veterans  and  their  dependents  more  aware  of  avail- 
able services  and  veterans'   benefits.   The  board/ 
division  could  make  better  use  of  public  service  time 
and  programs  on  radio  and  television  to  advertise 
veterans'  benefits  and  its  service  function.   For  a 
minimal  cost,  the  board/division  could  also  develop 
pamphlets  describing  the  division  and  veterans'  bene- 
fits. 

Telephone  Service 
The  board/division  could  improve  its  service  to 
veterans  through  the  establishment  of  a  toll-free 
telephone  line  at  the  division's  central  office  in 
Helena.   Such  a  line  would  provide  timely  service  to 
veterans  and  dependents,  who  might  otherwise  be  frus- 
trated by  trying  to  contact  the  Veterans  Administration 
(VA)  toll-free  line  which  is  very  busy.   The  toll-free 
line  would  cost  a  minimum  of  $3,240  a  year  (15  hours  of 
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telephone  time  per  month)  and  the  current  central 
office  staff  should  be  adequate  to  handle  such  a  line. 

Telephone  service  might  also  be  improved  within 
those  field  offices  which  do  not  have  state  hotline 
phones:   Bozeman,  Butte,  Kalispell,  and  Wolf  Point. 
These  offices  are  currently  limited  by  the  central 
office  to  $20  a  month  in  long  distance  calls.   By 
providing  state  telephone  lines  where  possible,  these 
offices  will  be  able  to  make  more  timely  contacts  with 
the  division  central  office  and  veterans  and  dependents 
seeking  assistance. 
Travel  Schedules 

As  mentioned  previously,  the  board/division  pro- 
vides veterans'  assistance  in  various  Montana  communi- 
ties through  scheduled  service  officer  travel.   Each 
service  officer  has  an  established  travel  schedule 
which  is  publicized  and  followed  as  closely  as  possi- 
ble.  During  fiscal  year  1978-79,  approximately  20 
percent  of  all  personal  contacts  were  field  contacts. 

Service  officer  personal  car  mileage  was  cut  back 
ten  percent  during  fiscal  year  1979-80  as  part  of  a 
state  energy  conservation  program.   Because  of  this  and 
previous  travel  budget  cuts,  the  board/division  is 
unable  to  meet  its  established  goal  of  visiting  all 
counties  at  least  once  each  month.   Planned  total 
service  officer  travel  for  fiscal  year  1979-80  is 
73,000  miles  as  compared  to  a  total  of  120,000  miles 
traveled  in  1964. 
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Travel  schedules  have  been  generally  left  to  the 
discretion  of  the  applicable  service  officer  in  the 
assigned  service  areas.   One  of  the  problems  noted 
during  our  review  was  that  two  service  officers  were 
suspending  travel  for  two  consecutive  months.   This 
policy  could  create  hardships  for  the  veterans  and 
their  dependents  in  these  service  areas.   The  travel 
cutbacks  should  be  spread  over  the  entire  year  to 
minimize  the  effect. 

The  board/division  has  not  in  recent  years  re- 
viewed overall  travel  and  related  contacts  to  determine 
the  effectiveness  of  present  travel  schedules.   The 
division's  central  office  is  also  not  receiving  sum- 
maries of  field  contacts  per  scheduled  trip,  although 
such  information  is  available  in  the  field  offices.   In 
order  to  maximize  service  within  authorized  travel 
levels,  the  board/division  should  review  the  overall 
effectiveness  of  its  travel  program. 
MANAGEMENT  INFORMATION 

Until  August  1978,  the  board/division's  statisti- 
cal information  was  limited  mainly  to  the  number  of 
contacts  made  by  each  office,  the  number  of  VA  claims 
submitted  and  powers  of  attorney  held.   The  methods  for 
recording  contact  information  varied  from  office  to 
office.   In  August  of  1978,  the  board/division  imple- 
mented standardized  contact  logs  to  provide  more  de- 
tailed and  consistent  information  on  contacts  and 
related  information. 
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In  our  review  of  contact  records  at  the  field 
offices,  we  found  minor  cases  of  incomplete  contact 
logs.   Since  contacts  are  the  basis  for  statistics  on 
services  provided,  the  board/division  should  emphasize 
to  its  staff  the  importance  of  complete  contact  rec- 
ords . 

During  the  1979  legislative  session,  some  dissatis- 
faction was  expressed  because  the  board/division  could 
not  provide  information  regarding  the  actual  number  of 
individual  veterans  being  served  and  the  number  of 
times  each  was  served.   Contacts,  as  presently  re- 
corded, only  indicate  the  total  number  of  veterans  or 
dependents  visited  or  contacted.   The  board/division 
has  taken  the  position  that  gathering  information  to 
obtain  the  actual  number  of  veterans  served  would  not 
be  cost  beneficial,  but  has  made  no  feasibility  study 
other  than  a  cursory  review. 

Although  the  board/division  has  made  some  progress 
in  maintaining  adequate  management  information,  further 
improvement  is  needed.   The  board/division  needs  to 
develop  additional  information  regarding  the  number  of 
veterans  served,  trends  in  contacts,  veteran  popula- 
tion, veterans'  benefits  and  service  officer  travel. 
With  such  information,   the  board/division  will  be 
better  able  to  manage  and  improve  the  effectiveness  of 
its  operation.   Such  information  will  also  provide  the 
legislature  with  a  better  basis  for  making  decisions  as 
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to  the  need  and  required  funding  levels  for  the  board/ 

division. 

BOARD  MEMBER  COMPENSATION 

As  noted  earlier  in  this  report,  board  members  are 
paid  $25  per  day  for  each  day  spent  on  board  business, 
in  addition  to  the  reimbursement  of  other  allowable 
expenses.   We  could  find  no  statutory  authorization  for 
the  $25  per  day  payment. 

Although  previous  statutes  authorized  that  board 
members  be  paid  $25  per  day,  amendments  made  during  the 
1974  legislative  session  deleted  this  authorization. 
Other  boards  and  advisory  councils  are  authorized 
similar  compensation.   If  the  $25  per  day  compensation 
is  to  be  continued,  specific  legislation  should  be 
enacted  to  authorize  the  $2  5  payments. 
ADDITIONAL  FUNDING  SOURCES 

Although  the  board  is  empowered  to  accept  federal 
funds  to  carry  out  its  functions,  it  has  found  no  such 
available  funding.   Our  review  of  possible  funding 
sources  disclosed  that  there  might  be  funds  available 
for  outreach  programs  for  Indian  veterans  through  the 
Department  of  Health,  Education  and  Welfare  and  volun- 
teer veterans'  service  programs  through  ACTION  grants. 
The  board/division  might  also  benefit  from  surplus 
government  property  distributions  of  office  equipment 
through  the  General  Services  Administration  and  the 
Department  of  Defense. 
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SENATE  CONFIRMATION 

Gubernatorial  appointments  to  the  board  are  not 
subject  to  Senate  confirmation.   The  Senate  confirms 
the  appointments  to  some  of  the  state's  boards  and 
commissions.   In  addition,  during  the  1977-79  biennium 
of  sunset,  the  Legislative  Audit  Committee  recommended 
that  appointments  to  regulatory  boards  be  subject  to 
Senate  confirmation.   Although  the  Board  of  Veterans' 
Affairs  is  not  a  regulatory  board,  Senate  confirmation 
could  be  included  in  the  selection  process. 
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